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The Corps of Engineers and
the American Environment:

Past, Present, and Future
By Lieutenant General J. W. Morris*

Chief of Engineers, United States Army

In Washington, D.C., my office desk sits between two livable environment, there can be little real value in an
framed quotations by two great Americans; each quota- ever- increasing Gross National  Product .  If the average
t ion  descr ibes  a  represen ta t ive  miss ion  of  the  Army American’s “quali ty of  l i fe” must  de te r iora te  as  our
Corps of Engineers. One of these is  by Mark Twain, economy and population grow, then “growth” can hardly
who said, in 1882: be desirable.

The Mil i tary  Engineers  have taken upon
t h e i r  s h o u l d e r s  t h e  j o b  o f  m a k i n g  t h e
Mississippi over again -a  job  t r anscended  in
size only by the original job of creating it.

The other is an 1895 quotation from John Muir, the
famous turn of the century conservationist and founder
of the Sierra Club:

T h e  b e s t  s e r v i c e  i n  f o r e s t  p r o t e c t i o n ,
almost the only efficient service, is that ren-
dered by the mil i tary.  For many years they
h a v e  g u a r d e d  t h e  g r e a t  Y e l l o w s t o n e  P a r k ,
and now they are  guarding Yosemite .  They
have found it a desert, as far as underbrush,
grass and flowers are concerned, but in two
years  the  sk in  of  the  mounta ins  i s  hea l thy
again. Blessings on Uncle Sam’s soldiers as
they have done the job well, and every pine
tree is waving its arms for joy.

Because some degree of “environmental conscious-
ness” has become commonplace,  some of  our ci t izens
find it hard to understand why many of our institutions
and government agencies have not always been closely
identif ied with these currently accepted environmental
policies. In fact, the more strident environmentalists do
not hide their distaste and contempt for large segments of
American industry and for many governmental agencies
which traditionally have emphasized economic develop-
ment goals rather than environmental preservation.

To me, these two quotations represent the comple-
mentary missions of the Corps of Engineers in the past,
present and future to develop America’s water resources
and to perform engineering missions so as to contribute
to the nation’s economic well-being; and to preserve and
enhance the quality of our natural environment, ensuring
a more fulfil l ing life for every American. Because the
Corps’ *developmental mission is relatively well under-
stood, I will  here emphasize the Corps’ environmental
record and goals.

Al though I think I understand such extreme views, I
would remind those who hold them that  ins t i tut ions ,
economic systems, a n d  agencies wi th in  democ ra t i c
governments  a lmos t a l w a y s  r e f l e c t  t h e  p r e d o m i n a n t
economic and social forces of their age; very rarely in-
deed can a government agency give complete deference
to the values of a future generation in preference to those
of the current generation. And the fact is that “environ-
menta l i sm” has become a truly powerful  force in the
United States only in relatively recent times.

A Brief History of America’s Environment
From the earliest years when European cultures came

In the United States today most of our citizens have
developed at least a degree of concern for environmental
quality. Public opinion polls regularly disclose that a ma-
jor i ty  of  Americans  want  to  breathe  c lean a i r ,  enjoy
waters free of pollutants, have  access to parks and open
space,  preserve wildlife,  and control  excess noise.  We
want  to  balance economic development  with environ-
mental quality. These beliefs follow from our realization
that, if we cannot have both a functioning economy and a

General Morris  expresses  appreciation  to Lance D. Wood of  ther ’ is
Office of the Chief Counsel, Office of the Chief of Engineers,

whose comprehensive research  m a d e  this article possible.

t o  the  New Wor ld  un t i l  modern  t imes ,  t he  p r imary
motivation of almost all of the new Euro-Americans was
to use, develop, and exploit the natural resources of a
virgin land. The settlers at Jamestown and the Pilgrim
Fathers and Puritans in New England generally regarded
Amer i ca ’ s  w i lde rnes s  fo re s t s  a s  “howl ing  was t e s* ‘ :
hostile, dangerous, and worthless until subdued and used
by farmers, woodcutters, and mill-operators. Thus from
the Europeans’ arrival in the 16th Century through the
middle of the 20th Century, the story of the American en-
vironment was the story of explosive human population
growth, conversion of wilderness into farms, towns, and
factor ies ,  and rapid  development  and consumption of
natural resources. The tragic examples of waste, greed,
and exploitation are well-known and do not need ex-
planat ion: the  ex te rmina t ion  of  immense  numbers  o f
passenger pigeons, bison, and waterfowl; wasteful level-
ing of our virgin forests by fire and ax; wind and water
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erosion of millions of acres of once-fertile farmland;
thoughtless drainage or filling of productive wetlands;
the poisoning of our waters, air, and soil with industrial
and agricultural pollutants and raw sewage; the sprawl of
cities and suburbs over farmland and open space. The
list of historic environmental abuses is almost endless.

But despite the misuse of the American environment
from the earliest days onward, there was no significant
“environmental movement” in the United States until
very recently. One extraordinary indication of this is that
no really enforceable or effective Federal law was
enacted to deal with the national problems of water, air,
or noise pollution prior to the 1970’s. Similarly, preserva-
tion of the few remaining tracts of American wilderness
or wild rivers, and of endangered species of wildlife, was
not even a legally recognized objective until the late
1960’s.

It is true that a few highly exceptional individuals
spoke out during the 19th Century against the degrada-
tion and exploitation of the American environment; but
we remember those individuals today precisely because
their views were advanced far beyond their respective
eras. Henry David Th,oreau wrote eloquently of nature,
the wilderness, and an environmental ethic in the middle
of the 19th Century. But he and his works were generally
ignored or ridiculed during his own lifetime, while his
con temporaries settled the American West, cut anu
burned the remaining forests, and exterminated the
bison. John James Audubon painted wonderful pictures
of American wildlife in the early and middle 1800's  But
the paying market for his pictures was largely that in
Europe, and practically none of his fellow Americans
gave a thought to preserving the continent’s disappearing
wildlife heritage, even as it was lost to market hunters
and destruction of habitat. A few 19th Century painters
admired and reproduced the scenic American landscape.
But the great majority of Americans apparently thought
that “appreciation of the landscape itself, apart from its
practical uses (was) pointless and  effete." 1

The first modest, yet significant, achievements for
conservation were almost fortuitous developments. A few
extraordinary men, such as John Muir, convinced a few
enlightened Federal officials to set aside a few areas of
the public domain as our first national parks and monu-
ments .  Later , through the  acc ident  of  Pres ident
McKinley’s assassination, the United States unexpec-
tedly found itself with its first “conservationist” presi-
dent-Theodore Roosevel t Despite ferocious opposi tion
from entrenched econo m ic interests, Roosevelt ap-
pointed officials with advanced conservationist ideas--
such as Gifford Pinchot of the Forest Service-and con-
tinued to set aside national monuments and parks.

From time to time thereafter the incipient U.S. con-
servation movement had modest periods of accomplish-
ment -additional public lands were set aside. in every
president’s administration from Franklin Roosevelt’s on-
ward; and the Fish and Wildlife Coordination Act ex-
pressed but did not effectuate a pro-wildlife policy. But
for the most part America continued throughout the 19th
and most of the 20th Centuries to do “business as usual,”
with our  preeminent moving f o r c e  being- that  o f
economic development. A tiny band of American conser-
vationists did plead for anti-pollution laws, for preserva-

Henry David Thoreau was one of the few 19th Century Americans
to espouse an environmental ethic.

tion of wetlands, for control of urban sprawl. But they
were generally ignored and scorned by the American
macrocosm as cranks and eccentrics; most of their pleas
were drowned out by the roar of the American economy
in operation.

The dominant American ethic of economic growth
and development can be explained in many ways, of
course. As far back as the history of Western Man dis-
closes, our culture has fostered acquisitiveness, a taste for
material comfort, an urge to master natural forces, and
relative unconcern about the well-being of wild animals,
trees, or even aboriginal men. The specific Western
civilization which evolved in North America has long
regarded the vast natural resources of this continent as
inexhaustible, and has used and wasted them accord-
ingly. Only the long-delayed realization that these
resources are at last being outstripped by population
growth and our rate of consumption has led to the un-
welcome and grudging recognition of “the limits to
growth.”

Emergence of the Environmental Movement
Not until the pollution of water, soil, and air

threatened literally to kill large numbers of Americans
with deadly poisons did the American public and their
governmental officials begin to give serious attention to
the state of our neglected environment. Perhaps the most
representative distress signal by which the new “environ-
mentalists” captured the attention of the press, the
public, and then the government was that alarming book:
S i l e n t  Spring by the late Dr. Rachel Carson, first
published in 1962. That seminal publication inspired an
international uproar which grew in size and intensity
through the decade of the 1960's  culminating in the
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spirit of “Earth Day” observances. Agree or not with Dr.
Carson’s  careful ly-developed case  agains t  pers is tent
pesticides which accumulate in the environment, even-
tually her basic recommendations were accepted and
enacted into law by the Congress and EPA regulations.2

Silent Spring  was an avant-courier of the great American
environmental movement of the 1970 's  which eventually
gave us the Environmental Protection Agency, the Na-
tional Environmental Policy Act.3  the Council on En-
vironmental Quality, the Clean Air Act Amendments o f
1970,4  the Federal Water Pollution Control Act Amend-
ments of 1972,5  the Noise Control Act of 1972,6  and the
Endangered Species  Act  of  19737-to  name the more
prominent ones.

Today the environmental movement is becoming in-
stitutionalized at all levels of American government and
in innumerable private organizations such as the Na-
tional and State Audubon Societies, the Sierra Club, the
Nat ional  Wildl i fe  Federat ion,  the  Natural  Resources
Defense Council, the Environmental Defense Fund, and
Zero Population Growth. Nevertheless, the battle to save
America’s remaining natural environment has only been
joined. We need more effective national programs in the
United States if we are to preserve our remaining farm-
land and natural habitats from sprawling suburbs and
recreational-home developments, t o  d a m p e n  t h e  e x -
plosive population growth rate of the U.S.A. and the
world, to effect widespread conservation of energy, or to
solve  o ther  envi ronmenta l  problems.  Reviewing the
history of the American environment from 1492 to the

present, one can only conclude that the American en-
vironmental movement has been "a long time coming”
and has by no means achieved its objectives to date.

A Brief History of the Corps’ Work in the
Environment

With the foregoing background in mind, I would like
now to assess the relationship which the Army Corps of
Engineers has had over the years with the American en-
vi ronment  and the  environmenta l  movement .  Rather
early in the Corps’ history, the Congress and a number of
presidents gave the Corps many and varied assignments
to help develop the newly-founded Republic. The Corps
was honored with weighty responsibili t ies,  primarily
because its West Point-trained engineers constituted the
only U.S.  governmental entity possessing the technical
competence to deal with many engineering problems in
the early 19th Century.

A few examples of 19th Century missions assigned to
the Corps suggest the national drive toward economic
development which determined priorities for both the
Corps and the young Republic which it served. In 1824,
Congress authorized President James Monroe to direct
Army engineers to survey roads and canals needed for
commerce or military purposes.8  In that same year Con-
gress authorized the first civil works to improve  naviga-
tion in the Mississippi and Ohio Rivers,9 under which
authority the Corps began an extensive program to clear
those rivers of snags, floating trees, and sandbars, all of
which impeded navigation. - -

The extermination of the bison is but one example ol rampant exploitation in America’s history.
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Also in 1824, the Corps undertook its first assignments
to construct harbor improvements, such as breakwaters,
jetties and piers. During the following 30 years,  the
Corps developed and used technology to deepen and
mainta in  harbor  depths  by dredging;  Corps  respon-
sibility for harbors continues to the present day.

In 1825, the Corps was directed to improve the re-
cently-constructed Cumberland Road and to extend it
into the new territories of Ohio, Illinois, and Indiana. In
1831, the Army Engineers began to supervise construc-
tion of lighthouses to aid navigation and commerce.

In 1837,  Corps of  Engineers  off icers  s tudied the
navigation potential of the lower Mississippi and recom-
m e n d e d  d e e p e n i n g  t h a t  r i v e r ’ s  n a v i g a t i o n  c h a n n e l
through dredging. The Corps continued to develop and
utilize dredging technology on the Mississippi up to the
outbreak of the Civil War.

In 1851, disastrous floods along the Mississippi River
led to congressional authorization of the first comprehen-
sive topographic and hydrographic study of a major U.S.
river basin. In response, Corps of Engineers officers com-
pleted a remarkably advanced technical  s tudy of  the
Mis s i s s ipp i , w i t h  r e c o m m e n d e d  i m p r o v e m e n t s  f o r
navigation and flood control. The Corps’ work on the
Mississippi eventually led Congress, in 1879, to create
the Mississippi River  Commiss ion ,  which  was  con-
stituted to include three Corps officers as members.

In 1874, Congress gave the Corps extensive respon-
sibilities to modernize, restore, and maintain essential
services for the Federal District of Washington, D.C.
Among other projects, the Corps completed the Wash-
ington Monument , the  Lincoln  Memoria l ,  the  Tida l
Basin, and the Washington water supply system.

The Corps of Engineers began to implement major
flood control projects in 1882 when Congress authorized
the Mississippi River Commission to build flood control
levees along the river. In 1907, Army engineers were
assigned major responsibilities for construction of the
Panama Canal, which resulted in canal operations only
six years later, in 1913.

This sketchy outl ine of  early Corps of  Engineers
assignments rather accurately indicates the goals and
needs which motivated the American nation during the
19th and much of the 20th Centuries. Because our young
Republic was preoccupied with economic development
and growth, the Corps of Engineers carried out missions
which reflected those national objectives.

Early Corps Contributions to Environmental
Quality

Of course, the Corps did carry out some assignments
which clearly were “conservationist” in nature, even dur-
ing the 19th Century. For example, Army engineers were
prime movers in exploring, mapping and convincing the
government to preserve a number of natural areas, the
most notable being Yellowstone, Yosemite and Sequoia
National Parks. Corps of Engineers officers were pri-
marily responsible for protecting those parks from com-
mercial exploitation and vandalism, and for designing
roads and bridges which blend harmoniously with their
natural settings,11  Furthermore, in the last decade of the
19th Century, Congress directed the Corps to perform a
f ew  mi s s ions  wh ich  had  “env i ronmen ta l ”  sp in -o f f
benefits. In 1893 Congress asked the Corps to control hy-
draulic mining abuses in California,  where that gold-
mining technology threatened to ruin many rivers for

Army Engineers were among the first to explore the Yellowstone area and to urge that it be set aside and protected.



navigation, agriculture,  and most other purposes. The
Corps officers composing the California Debris Com-
mission regulated hydraulic mining effectively, thereby
saving California's rivers from being choked with sand
and gravel.12

In 1899, the  River  and Harbor  Act  authorized the
Corps to regulate activities which could obstruct U.S.
navigable waters. Although that statute was designed pri-
marily to protect navigation from unregulated bridges,
piers, and filling, the broad language of that Act allowed
the Corps to control the degradation of U.S. waters from
refuse, oil, and other pollutants.13 One must recognize,
nonetheless, that  these environmental  accomplishments
of the Corps were “ahead of their time” in the sense that
they were atypical of the 19th Century. The Corps could
only carry out those missions which Congress and the
President prescribed, and most of those were intended to
“develop” rather than to “preserve” the nation’s natural
resources.

Theodore Roosevelt’s presidency elevated the conser-
vationist ideas of the Progressive Movement to respect-
ability within the Federal Government, so from his ad-
ministration onward the Corps did at times find oppor-
tunities to incorporate conservationist objectives into its
projects.  For example,  the several projects which im-
proved the upper Mississippi River for navigation during
the 1930's  were careful ly designed to create  f ish and
wildl i fe  habi ta t  and human recreat ion opportuni t ies .
Congress had authorized development of the river’s 9-
f o o t  n a v i g a t i o n  c h a n n e l  p r i m a r i l y  t o  e n s u r e  n e w
economic growth for the region and to give work to many
unemployed persons. The project consisted of a series of
locks and dams, creating a series of navigation pools, and
other appropriate works to ensure a 9-foot channel.

While accomplishing the project’s economic goals,
the Corps designed the necessary large dams with great

The upper Mississippi River navigation project greatly benefited
waterfowl by stabilizing water levels during the nesting season and
by creating refuge areas.
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care to stabilize water levels during waterfowl nesting
season, and to create 194,000 acres of wildlife refuges
from formerly-s tagnant  s loughs  and backwaters .  The
new water level greatly benefited the river’s fish resources
and many of the ducks, geese, and shorebirds of the
Mississippi  wildfowl f lyway. Furthermore,  the Corps
built scenic drives and parks along the new lakes, and
planted dogwood, hawthorn, and redbud trees for their
beauty and wildlife food value. Famous conservationist
Ira Gabrielson said the Corps’ project benefited wildlife
in the region more than any conservation organization
cou ld  have , s ince  the  Corps  had  g rea t ly  inc reased
wildl i fe  and recreat ion values along the upper Missis-
sippi.14

Modern-Day Impacts on the Environment
One thus sees that the Corps’ conscientious engineer-

ing was assisting the conservation movement for many
years before the term “environmentalism” had even been
coined. Nevertheless, one must recognize that environ-
mental preservation was never a dominant priority for
the United States for the first half of the 20th Century,
any more than it had been during the 19th; thus it was
not and could not be made a paramount mission of the
Corps. Instead, this nation concentrated far more of its
resources and at tent ion to economic growth,  the im-
provement of our  citizens’ material standard of living,
and the development of our natural resources, in addi-
tion to defending itself during two World Wars, a num-
ber of smaller wars, and an uneasy peace. If one merely
calls to mind the more noteworthy events and trends of
each decade of the 20th Century prior to 1970, one must
agree that the economic values and concerns of the 19th
Century still predominated. Most of the century’s new
developments were hardly beneficial  to environmental
preservation, since most entailed rapid and large-scale
application of new technologies which consumed energy
voraciously and polluted air, water, and the land itself.
The mechanization of transportation via trucks and pri-
vate autos used up most of our petroleum reserves and in-
spired the mushrooming of suburbs which covered the
American countryside. The technological revolution in
American agriculture brought tractors, other extremely
costly machinery, and an “agribusiness” founded upon
chemical pesticides and massive consumption of energy.
American manufacturing industr ies  began to use and
discard thousands of new chemicals which polluted our
water and air and used up our  natural resources rapidly.
New packaging and marketing techniques, plus a grow-
ing population, led to problems in disposing of solid
wastes; and these are but a few examples of 20th Century
trends hostile to environmental preservation.

The Corps of Engineers carried out many vital mis-
s i o n s  f r o m  1 9 0 0  t o  1 9 7 0 ,  b u t  m o s t  o f  t h e m  were
“developmental” rather than “environmental” in nature.
From Corps efforts in World War II to Corps contribu-
tions to the U.S. space program;  from continued work for
flood control, water supply, and navigation, to creation of
hydroelectric energy, the Corps helped build the U.S.
economy; but because the public interest priorities were
focused cm development, the Corps was less frequently
expected to preserve the American environment during
this period.

D-5



The Federal Government Accepts
Environmentalism

As already mentioned, the decade of the 1960's  saw a
belated quickening of public and governmental concern
for  the  deter iora t ing American environment .  In  1963
Congress enacted the Clean Air Act, a statute that proved
less than effective in ending air pollution, but did reflect
Federa l  concern  wi th  the  problem.15 Soon  the rea f te r
Congress passed the Water Quality Act of 1965,16 a law
which did not reduce significantly the problem of water
pollution, but which was a trial-and-error attempt to im-
prove water quality. In 1968  Congress adopted the Wild
a n d  S c e n i c  R i v e r s  Act,17 w h i c h  r e q u i r e d  a l l  W a t e r
Resource Development Plans to consider setting aside
the river in question as a free-flowing, natural stream.

The growing “environmental movement” achieved a
signal victory in 1969 with the passage of the National
Environmental  Policy Act-NEPA.18  That  now-famous
s t a t u t e  a l s o  c r e a t e d  t h e  C o u n c i l  o n  E n v i r o n m e n t a l
Quality and required preparation of a thorough environ-
mental impact statement for every major Federal action
which could have a significant impact on the human
environment.

One can hardly overemphasize the value and impor-
tance of other environmental legislation which followed
NEPA. For example,  Congress recognized the inade-
quacies of earlier statutes, and so adopted the 1970 Clean
Ai r  Ac t  Amendmen t s 19 and  the  1972 F e d e r a l  W a t e r
Pollution Control Act Amendments;20 those acts finally
gave the Federal Government authority to act against air
and water pollution.  Another example is  the 1973 En-
dangered Species Act,21 which establ ished an effect ive
Federal  program to  preserve  species  of  animals  and
plants threatened with extinction. In short, the national
movement which had been inspired by Carson’s Silent
Spring  and by other environmental declarations of the
1960's  a c t u a l l y  d i d  b e g i n  r e d i r e c t i n g  t h e  c o u r s e  o f
America’s  government by the 1970's  ensuring that all

Federal decision-makers would at last consider environ-
mental quality as an important national gao l

An objective evaluation of the Corps of Engineers
r e c o r d  d u r i n g  t h e  1960's  a n d  '70's  w i l l ,  I  t h i n k ,
demonstrate conclusively that the Corps not only ac-
cepted the environmental policies adopted by the Federal
Government, but that it actually provided environmental
leadersh ip .  Before  and  af te r  the  enac tment  of  these
Federa l  env i ronmen ta l  l aws ,  t he  Corps  worked  t o
redirect  nat ional  a t tent ion to programs tha t  seek  to
balance the objectives of development and conservation,
rather than merely emphasizing  development.

The Corps’ New Environmental Consciousness

In this brief article I cannot do more than begin to ex-
plain the many measures which the Corps has initiated
since the 1960's  to elevate environmental quality to an
equal status with economic development as a Corps ob-
jective. An abbreviated summary must suffice.

One Activity which has led many environmentalists to
praise the Corps (and has led some land developers to
revile us) has been the Corps’ regulatory protection of
U.S .  waters and wetlands against unjustifiable dredging,
filling, and  po l l u t i ng .  The  Corps  ha s  a t t emp ted  t o
safeguard U.S.  navigable waters since passage of the
River  and Harbor  A c t  of 1899; however ,  before  the
1960's  court decisions and Attorney Generals’ opinions
restricted Corps regulations to protection of navigation.
Nevertheless, once a U.S. Supreme Court decision gave
us expanded authority in 1966,22 the Corps began to ac t
against water polluters even if their discharges would not
have hindered commercial navigation.

In  1967, t he  Corps  expanded  i t s  e f fo r t s  t o  s t o p
destructive dredging and filling of productive wetlands
and shallow water areas. We initiated a regular practice
of denying the "dredge and fill” permits requested by
land developers, who seemed intent upon eliminating all
our remaining marshes, and the fisheries, wildlife, and
clean water  resources dependent  on them. Under the

The Corps protects U.S. waters and wetlands against unjustifiable dredging and filling.
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1967 Memorandum of Understanding between the Army We now advocate non-structural measures to prevent
a n d  I n t e r i o r  D e p a r t m e n t s ,  b o t h  F e d e r a l  a g e n c i e s flood losses for all  circumstances where flood control
have  coopera ted  to  preserve  wet lands  and e s t u a r i n e dams are not essential-we thus hope to minimize flood
shallows, now recognized as invaluable public resources. damage by restricting development in flood plains. We
In 1968,  wel l  before  enactment  of  NEPA,  the  Corps are studying intensively the traditional Corps practices of
issued formal regulationsz3 to restrict drastically the rate dredging navigation channels, and hope to use dredged
at which wetlands were being converted into parking lots, material as a useful resource to build new wetlands, to
recreat ional  second home developments ,  condominium reclaim strip-mined areas, and to serve other beneficial
si tes,  and the l ike.  When the Corps refused to permit purposes. We continue our efforts to prevent the destruc-
dredging and filling of a biologically productive Florida t ion of  marshes,  swamps and shal low water  areas  by
marsh to make a commercial trailer park in 1969, the dredging or filling operations, an enlarged responsibility
developer sued us to obtain a permit.  In the landmark under Section 404 of the Federal Water Pollution Con-
case of Zabel v. Tabb, 24 the U.S. Court of Appeals for the trol Act Amendments of 1972. The few examples cited
Fifth Circuit upheld the Corps permit denial as a valid above at least show that the Corps has been profoundly
defense of the public interest in environmental conserva- inf luenced by the environmental  movement  which has
tion. spread across this country since the 1960’s.

The Corps was thus actively preserving the environ- The final and, in many ways, the most essential step has
ment even before the President signed NEPA into law in been the revision of the procedures by which policies and
1970.  However, t h a t  s t a t u t e  r e a f f i r m e d  t h e  C o r p s ’ programs are implemented. During the past six or seven
a l r e a d y - a d o p t e d  g o a l s  r e d i r e c t i n g  o u r  p o l i c i e s  a n d years, we have established completely new guidelines and
programs to give due emphasis to environmental preser- procedures which now systematically relate all aspects of
vation. water resource planning to environmental criteria.

The mandates  of  NEPA and s imi lar  environmenta l
statutes encouraged the Corps to re-examine all  of i ts
projects in the construction and design stages to seek
ways  to  accommodate  environmenta l  qual i ty  concerns
more effectively. A recent study of Corps civil works proj-
ects shows that one-third of the 500 projects under con-
struction, or about to be constructed, were modified to
accommodate  envi ronmenta l  cons idera t ions .  S imi lar ly ,
of 200 studies investigated, about one-third of the final
a l t e rna t ives  p roposed  had  been  s ign i f i can t ly  changed
during the course of the study to minimize their impact
on the environment. In 43 percent of the 102 completed
projects investigated, the operators had adopted, new pro-
cedures to help protect the environment. . .-.*5

Corps implementation of NEPA also has been lauded
by the President’s  Council  on Environmental  Quali ty,
wh ich  s t a t ed  in  i t s  r epor t  on  Env i ronmen ta l  Impac t
Statements of March 1976:

Environmentalism’s Recent Difficulties

An ob j ec t i ve o b s e r v e r  m i g h t  s a y  t h a t  A m e r i c a n
environmentalism bloomed most luxuriantly from about
1970 until the autumn of 1973. But from the fall and winter
of  1973 onward,  environmental ism has faced diff icul t
challenges spawned by the oil embargo, the energy crisis,
and years of inflation and relative economic stagnation. Not
that environmental policies and programs can legitimately
be blamed for America’s energy and economic troubles; but
ce r ta in  in te res t s  in  our  coun t ry  have  t r i ed  to  b lame
environmentalists  for obstructing solutions to many of
these problems.

The  Corps  d ropped  o r  abandoned  work
on over a dozen proposed projects because its
NEPA process ,  (no t  l i t iga t ion)  . . . r eve a l e d
that  s ignif icant  environmental  damage would
re su l t .  E l even  o the r  p ro j ec t s  were  s topped
unt i l  envi ronmenta l  ana lys is  could  be  com-
ple ted .  The  Corps  a lso  modif ied  or  recom-
mended for deauthorization many more proj-
ects,  in large part because of NEPA and the
E I S  r e q u i r e m e n t  . . . . T h e s e  a c t i o n s  h a v e
r e s u l t e d  i n  w i d e s p r e a d  b e n e f i t s  w h i c h  a r e
real  and substantial  but  cannot be tal l ied in
monetary terms.

In the years since enactment of NEPA, environmen-
talism has become increasingly instutionalized as a key
component  within the Corps of  Engineers.  The Corps
now employs a full array of environmental experts, in-
c lud ing  b io log i s t s ,  geo log i s t s ,  r e c r ea t i on  spec i a l i s t s ,
wildl ife  management authori t ies ,  hydrologists ,  and en-
vironmental lawyers. This staff and the Corps’ new en-
vironmental policies continue to generate valuable new
programs which will ,  we hope, benefit  the Nation and
our environment.

Nevertheless, most of the American people maintain
faith in the basic environmental ideals conceived in the
1 9 6 0 ’ s  a n d  s y m b o l i z e d  i n  t h e  s p i r i t  o f  E a r t h  D a y
celebrations. Popular support for environmental quality
has registered high in public opinion surveys during every
year from the late 1960’s to the present, even in spite of some
economic woes. Perhaps the continuing commitment of so
many of our citizens to the environment was a significant
element in the election of an avowed environmentalist to
the White House, in the person of President Jimmy Carter.

Environmental Prospects for the Future

The administration of President Jimmy Carter already
has  become a  mi les tone  in  the  h i s to ry  of  Amer ica’s
environment. On February 21, 1977, President Carter asked
for a careful reappraisal of all water projects authorized for
the Corps, the Bureau of Reclamation, the Tennessee Valley
Authority, and the Department of Agriculture. Beyond the
review of specific projects, a more fundamental goal was to
review and reform the standards which have traditionally
governed Federal investments in water resource projects.

The reappraisal  was welcomed within the Corps of
Engineers for two reasons. A similar in-house review and
analysis, in i t ia ted in  1973,  produced several  environ-
mentally or economically unsound projects which were
d r o p p e d  f r o m f u r t h e r  f u n d i n g whi l e  s t r eng then ing
confidence in those remaining underway. Also, the time
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had come to complete the transition from criteria passed
into laws before 1969 to the priorities defined in NEPA and
more recent legislation. This Presidential updating did
help “clear the. air” on the many water resource projects
conceived, justified and authorized ten, twenty, or thirty
years earlier under different criteria. Unfortunately, so
much attention was paid to the few projects that were
deleted that the 98% which passed the review were obscured
from the public.

Over a year later,  in June, 1978, the long awaited
Presidential water policy was announced and forwarded to
the Congress. Conservation has been added as a specific
c o m p o n e n t  o f  b o t h  e c o n o m i c  a n d  e n v i r o n m e n t a l
objectives. Sensitivity to environmental protection is a key
element of the new water policy.

Thus, in total, President Carter’s project review, in
effect, dropped the curtain on pre-NEPA approaches to
pro jec t  deve lopment  and  now his  emerging  na t iona l
policies will open the door to a new era of partnership
between environmental and conservation values on the one
hand and economic and developmental needs on the other.

The 1970’s could well be called the Decade-of the
Environment in water resource matters and, for that matter,
in the history of the Corps of Engineers. No one can argue
that this period brought an irreversible impact for change
on the direction this nation is to follow in managing its
water resources in the future-and, consequently, in the
role of the Corps of Engineers, not only as a manager of
America’s water resources but also as a steward of the
American environment. The effect of this change goes

beyond our own shores. Emerging nations have growing
needs to develop and use their water resources wisely as their
nation-building expands.  The lessons learned at  home
provide the Corps of Engineers excellent credentials to
export America’s experiences to foreign allies and thus
improve the welfare and quality of life of their people while
conserving and protecting their natural resources.  The
look into the future may not be entirely clear, but we can be
sure that the road out of the Decade of the Environment and
into the 1980’s will lead in a different direction than theone
which the nation and the Corps of Engineers traveled into
the 1970’s.

We can also be sure that the Corps of Engineers stands
ready and is eager to devote itself to the emerging goals for
s o l v i n g  o u r  n a t i o n ’ s  w a t e r  r e s o u r c e  n e e d s  a s  a n
environmentally conscious America moves into the future.
The Corps of Engineers -like the Army of which it is a
part-has a long and proud record of accomplishment and
service to the United States and its people.

THE CORPS CARES

Lieutenant General, USA
Chief of Engineers
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